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Sitcom conversation, due to its specialty (it can be seen as the written talk), is rarely 
studied. The present thesis attempts to explore conversation in the American television 
sitcom Friends from the ethnomethodological perspective, the systemic perspective and 
the pragmatic perspective. Sitcom conversations are taken as the subject to examine the 
areas of turns, sequences and exchanges with the purpose to investigate whether 
Conversation Analysis Theory is applicable to sitcom conversation. The roles of pairs, 
three-part exchanges are also investigated. Moreover, we try to investigate the 
differences between naturally occurring conversation and sitcom conversation with the 
emphasis on how the conversationalists in Friends make a choice to initiate, proceed and 
end conversation, and what specific choices make the conversation typical of sitcom talk. 
This is based on the premise that language is a system of choices with meaning potentials: 
each choice made by the first speaker opens up another set of choices for the next 
speaker whose utterance is restrained by the previous utterances. With the help of 
systemic theory, the system of choices at initiation, response and follow-up are examined. 
Categories of the follow-up moves are discussed in more detail in order to examine how 
“acting conversationalists” in sitcom situations deliberately deviate from conversational 
conventions to create dramatic effect. 
Aside from conversational processes, sitcom language itself is another area of 
concern which is addressed in the present thesis----since language usage lies at the root 
of sitcom entertainment. While in talking with each other, conversationalists are involved 
in not only verbal actions but also in activities, like ordering, demanding, cursing, or 
blaming. A primary focus, therefore, is on whether or not conversationalists in Friends 
appropriately interpret certain activity and respond accordingly. For example, if they 
don’t understand at certain times what an utterance means, might often result in an effect 
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upon varied information from the speaker’s utterance, how does he or she decide what 
the speaker actually meant or intended? If he or she infers improper information and 
responds improperly or inappropriately, what will be the result? Actually, it is often in 
these interactional situations in sitcoms that result is more humorous or funny endings. 
A conclusion is drawn on the basis of the analysis, which sums up the 
accomplishment and the findings of the research as well as the issues that remain 
unsolved. 
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The present thesis is a tentative interdisciplinary investigation of conversation in the 
American sitcom Friends①. An analysis of conversations in Friends will be examined 
from three perspectives: the ethnomethodological perspective, the systemic perspective 
and the pragmatic perspective. 
 
Theoretical Background of the Present Research 
Originating from ethnomethodology, Conversation Analysis (CA) has undergone 
great changes and development. This interdisciplinary approach covers a wide field, 
ranging from systemic-functional linguistics, sociolinguistics, philosophy, 
micro-sociology/ anthropology, ethnography of communication, social psychology and 
pragmatics. But for the purposes of our study, we, among different analytic approaches, 
borrow concepts from ethnomethodology, system of choices and pragmatics such as 
Speech Act Theory, politeness strategies, presupposition to conduct a multi-perspective 
research on conversation analysis of Friends. 
The theoretical ground of CA is based upon the ethnomethodological perspective 
which concerns cross-cultural analysis of ways of “doing” and “knowing” within 
conversation as its focus area of concern. It is based upon the primary premise that 
through conversational analysis, social order and its sense of structure will be exhibited 
and manifested. But it was not until 1960s and 1970s that CA developed as an 
independent research direction in the group led by Harvey Sacks, whose Lectures 
together with the classic studies of Emanuel A Schegloff and Gail Jefferson, laid the 
foundation of the method. 
Initially, CA researchers focused on describing the organization and structure of 
mundane, ordinary conversations between friends, and acquaintances. They described the 
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practices etc. The present thesis borrows the first three terms (adjacency pairs, 
turn-taking, and sequence) and attributes them as basic units to study conversations in 
the television sitcom Friends.  
Adjacency pairs, also pairs in the present thesis, are a sequence of two utterances, 
which are adjacent, produced by different speakers, ordered as a first part and second part 
and typed, so that a first part requires a particular second part or range of second part. 
They are organized patterns of stable, recurrent actions that provide for and reflect order 
within conversation. However, not all first parts immediately receive their second parts. 
It often happens that a question-answer sequence will be delayed while another 
question-answer sequence intervenes. The intervened sequence is a frequent occurrence 
in our data and is one of the objectives under study.  
Turn-taking is a basic unit operating in conversation that allows it to proceed in an 
orderly manner. It is a basic set of rules governing turn construction and allocation to 
allow conversation to transfer smoothly so as to minimize gap and overlap. From the 
ethnomethodological perspective, a turn is an organization at its micro-level which 
clarifies how speakers routinely implement the collaborative and orderly achievement of 
talk. Verbal interaction is realized by turn-taking. A turn can vary in length from a single 
word to a complete story. There are also no rules for determining the order of turns 
among conversational participants. Likewise, there are no rules concerning the number of 
turns a participant can take or the possible content of a turn.  
Sequence is a string of turns. It is not defined but appears to be relevant to ongoing 
conversation. Consequences come together to form sequential orders which by and large 
follow a single topic. That is to say, sequences are made up of turns which are relevant to 
the ongoing topic. But there are often cases that some turns go away from the ongoing 
topic and a new topic appears. The present thesis focuses on insertion sequences which 
expand conversations and change topics from one to another----examination of this 
















From the systemic perspective, CA is concerned with initiating moves, responding 
moves and follow-up moves in a wider context. Firth first proposed the concept of 
system and Halliday developed it. Systemic linguists maintain that language is a system 
of systems in which the potential meaning of language is realized by the choice of words. 
Based on the theory of system, Tsui (2000) sets up a framework of conversation process. 
She proposes that initiating moves restrain the choices of responding moves which in 
turn restrain the choices of follow-up moves. By borrowing Tsui’s framework, we study 
how conversation in Friends is accommodated to make it a genre of sitcom. 
As an interdisciplinary study, CA is developed in the field of pragmatics, which 
covers a wide range of disciplinary. For the purposes of our study, we restrict our scope 
to the notions such as presupposition, speech acts, and cooperative principles. Levinson 
(1983) studies pragmatic presupposition and reveals that presuppositional triggers give 
rise to background assumptions. We find that it is misunderstanding or misinterpreting of 
background assumptions that lead to humorous effects in Friends. By applying two basic 
concepts of pragmatic presuppositions proposed by Levinson (appropriateness and 
mutual knowledge) to the analysis of examples from Friends, we explore how 
conversation in sitcom makes it humorous.  
In Speech Act Theory, Austin clarifies three basic categories of acts: locutionary act, 
illocutionary act and perlocutionary act (Levinson, 1983). The theory provides theoretical 
background for our study by demonstrating that speech acts are used to identify how 
some of the conventional utterance forms are used to perform actions and how they are 
misinterpreted so that humorous effects are achieved. 
Grice’s maxims of cooperative principles are borrowed to analyze our data because 
much of the humor is caused by conversationalists who fail to take part in any 
cooperative interaction and flout the four maxims of cooperation: maxims of quantity; 
maxims of quality; maxims of relevance; maxims of manners. Since the maxims of the 
cooperative principle can also be used to describe how participants in a conversation save 
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(2000) examines face threatening acts (FTAs) and summarizes up positive politeness 
strategies and negative politeness strategies. His study has shed new light on the way 
people apply politeness strategies, and therefore is considered relevant in this study.  
 
Research Purpose 
As a story acted mainly on television that makes people laugh, situation comedy, 
abbreviated as sitcom, attracts little attention from linguists. Although there are some 
studies on it, they mainly focus on how to write or direct sitcom. To the best knowledge 
of the present writer, there is nobody who has ever conducted the study of Conversation 
Analysis in sitcom, which leaves great space for the present study.  
The aim of this thesis is to analyze language structures and language features of 
friend conversation in the sitcom Friends. Some linguistic concepts are borrowed in 
setting up a descriptive framework for conversation to confirm some theories. Humor, as 
a major feature of the sitcom, as well as other language features will be examined in the 
thesis too. Also, the thesis aims to test out whether conversational models and rules 
proposed by some analysts apply to the conversation in the sitcom. For the above 
purposes, we are reporting some observations made through detailed explanation and 
analysis of examples from the data.  
 
The Organization of the Present Thesis 
Four chapters are contributed to the above aims, including: 
Chapter 1 is an overview of background. Three theories are included: Conversation 
Analysis (CA from the ethnomethodological perspective) theory and its findings. CA 
theory provides a theoretical background and the findings provide framework for the 
present study. The second theory is system theory from systemic functional approach. 
System of choices is borrowed as a new perspective to the analysis. And the last one is 
pragmatic theory. We borrow some pragmatic concepts, such as Speech Act Theory, 
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